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should be respected by the South and should postpone action by it
until he retired on March 4.30
While thus temporizing on the troublesome problem of the forts,
Buchanan and his cabinet sought other means to arrest secession. This
was to be done by diplomacy. An unexpected opportunity presented
itself on the second stormy week end. The Governor of Mississippi
invited Jacob Thompson to go to his natal state of North Carolina, as
the representative of his adopted state, "to express the earnest hope of
Mississippi that North Carolina will cooperate with her, in the adoption
of efficient measures for the common defense of the South." This re-
quest reached the Secretary of the Interior Thursday December 13. He
was, as always, shrewd and unemotional. He knew that whatever of
political fortune lay still ahead of him must be in Mississippi; if he
failed to retain the confidence of the machine there, he was through.
Glad of this proof that he still had standing, he wanted to go and
asked President Buchanan for permission.
Buchanan was doubtful of the propriety of this mission, as most
people have been ever since. The head of the federal government was
being asked to condone secessionist activity by a member of his own
cabinet. However, Thompson maintained that he was going down to
persuade North Carolina to propose a concert of action among southern
states after March 4. He told the President that such a proposition
might arrest secession in Mississippi and elsewhere and give the con-
ciliationists more time to promote compromise. It would also, he skill-
fully added, permit Buchanan to retire from office with the Union still
largely intact. On the understanding, then, that he was to be an am-
bassador of delay, Buchanan consented to this mission, and Thompson
set out on Monday December 17.31
Another reason why Buchanan allowed Thompson to go was the
fact that he was planning similar attempts in South Carolina, Alabama,
and Illinois. He called in Caleb Gushing and asked him to go to the
South Carolina convention with a personal plea for delay, "so long as to
allow the people of her sister States an opportunity to manifest their
opinion upon the causes which have led to this proceeding." Gushing
departed the day after Thompson, with a letter to Governor Gist.93